S IR ARTHUR SHIPLEY'S littl,: book is _of unusual type. " A ·year ago, he says ill h1s preface, " the University Press asked me to write a book that would make students of elementary Biology think." Perhaps this is putting the matter a little strongly: it is scarcely just to suggest that students of elementary biology have not previous! y used their brains.
In his book Sir Arthur has tried to get away from the type system, and "to emphasise the unity of Life and the interrelation of living organisms." But he has still .another purpose. " Finally, I venture to hope that this book will be not without interest to the public that is not preparing for examinations, and thank heaven that public is still in the great majority!"
What we lack in Great Britain is not school text-books of biology. On the contrary, there are too many, and they are usually too large, too well-organised and too informative. The great desideratum is a school reader -a bo0k that might really interest a reasonable proportion of boys. " Life," if not the ideal book for the purpose, is at least of the desired type.
As the author's friends would expect, it is not only lucidly but engagingly written. You may tell a schoolboy a dozen times the percentage of water in the human body, and ten to one he will forget it. But when he reads " Even the Archbishop of Canterbury comprises 59 per cent. of water," he may remember. Or again, we are all taught that plants differ from animals in obtaining their nutriment from inorganic compounds. But the fact becomes vivid and fraught with consequences when we find it put as Sir Arthur puts it : "Their food comes to them as the roast geese in Heine's NO. 2853. VOL. I I4] description of Heaven perpetually flew up to the angels offering them tureens of delicious soup;" but "the pleasure of the chase is denied them. Their food must be intolerably monotonous and extremely insipid. . .. Yet one hears no complaint."
The description of what a patch of grouse-moor would look like if magnified a hundred times is alone almost worth the price of the book. Admirable too is the dictum, " Fleas do not jump anything like the height or length that you think they do when you are trying to catch them." As a finale, we cannot refrain from quoting from the characteristic section on appetite. " Hunger undoubtedly induces people to eat food which a well satisfied man would not care to tackle. On the other hand, elaborate sauces and good cooking will often tempt a jaded appetite to put forth new efforts." Then we are told of the gastronomic preferences of Sydney Smith, Disraeli, Charles Lamb, and Dr. Johnson, and are hoping for more, when our author's conscience pricks him and he ends, "But I must stop dealingwith these literary appetites, and get on with the next chapter." But meanwhile in another chapter he has made an important pronouncement on the same subject: ".Man is the only animal that cooks its food, but the distance between the rough cooker:y of the Australian native or an Abyssinian and that of a French chef is almost immeasurable. The higher branches of cookery are one of the chief arts in which men invariably rise superior to women . . . . "
The book is not, however, without its faults. There is too much illustrative detail ; the beginner will often find it difficult to see the wood for the trees. Especially in the more recent fields of research, the author has not always shown himself very critical. There are various errors and omissions which should be rectified . E.g., on p. 71, the only positive statement made about the economic status of wild birds is that " they do a great amount of destruction in our gardens and orchards, and our cornfields." This may be so, but if there is one established fact in economic ornithology it is that the net benefit due to birds is enormous. The statement (p. 5) that the ductless glands are " the cause of many obscure diseases " is surely a lapse of our author's usually lucid pen. .Many free-living protozoa (including the familiar Paramecium) are easily visible to the naked eye, in spite of Sir Arthur's statement to the contrary (p. r8). If he had wished to be very up-to-date he might have put in a word of warning against overdoing the fatsoluble vitamin in adult life.
However, Sir Arthur's book deserves a place in the library of every school department of biology ; the professional biologist will read it with pleasure, and the layman with both pleasure and profit. But the author might make the second edition even better than the first.
